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The 3rd century AD was a period of turmoil in the Roman Empire. Many men aspired to 
the throne and very few were successful. This paper examines the ideology and 
iconography of the so called ‘British Usurpers’ in an attempt to better understand the 
construction of power in the 3rd century Roman Empire and argues that, during this 
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USURPERS AND EMPERORS: THE IDEOLOGY AND ICONOGRAPHY OF IMPERIAL POWER IN 3RD 
CENTURY BRITAIN 
 
The imperial usurpers of 3rd century Britain have been portrayed either as illegitimate traitors to the Roman 
Empire or victims of historical circumstance. However, these men were no more legitimate than other Roman 
rulers of the period. Far from being traitors to the empire, they were merely opportunistic and ambitious 
individuals whom history has relegated to the ranks of deserters, while their victorious counterparts were 
remembered as emperors. Modern scholarly opinion has often focused on a division between legitimate 
emperors versus usurpers in the supposed Roman, British and Gallic Empires.i These divisions are anachronistic 
and based on a retrospective analysis of history which favours the biased written and numismatic evidence. This 
paper aims to re-evaluate the evidence for usurpers and emperors in the 3rd century C.E., with a particular focus 
on the British usurpers Clodius Albinus, Carausius and Allectus.ii Through an investigation of written, 
numismatic and epigraphic sources, it is hoped that the analysis will demonstrate that these men were no more 
traitors to the Roman Empire than their imperial enemies. Sources for this period of Roman history are 
notoriously poor, often considerably biased (The Panegyrici Latini)iii or of questionable authorship and content 
(The Scriptores Historiae Augustae). When analysed along with numismatic and epigraphic evidence, these 
sources still provide a significant corpus of material with which to examine imperial ideology in the 3rd century. 
 
With the death of the Emperor Commodus in 193 C.E., the empire was plunged into the beginning of the civil 
wars which were to colour the rest of the coming century and beyond.iv After a short struggle for power, 
Septimius Severus and Pescinius Niger were proclaimed Augustus by their legions (In Upper Pannonia and 
Syria respectively) and Severus marched on Rome to secure his own position as imperial usurper.v The governor 
of Britain, Clodius Albinus, seems to have held the support of the Roman Senate, but did not yet declare himself 
as Augustus.vi The Life of Albinus in the Scriptores Historiae Augustae suggests, in a suspect letter, that 
Commodus had wished for Albinus to be named his Caesar (heir apparent) during his reign, but that Albinus 
refused. vii The problems with this source have been discussed elsewhere and thus this ‘evidence’ will be 
discarded as unreliable.viii Severus certainly did elevate Albinus to the rank of Caesar to placate him while he 
dealt with Niger in the east,ix but by 196 C. E., Albinus was acting more and more like an Ausugtus, rather than 
a Caesar, apparently at the suggestion of the Senate.x Severus moved to try to eliminate Albinus by espionage, 
which ultimately failed and he was forced to use a military solution.xi Herodian records a speech by Severus to 
his troops, obviously designed as a rhetorical device and to elevate the prestige of the victorious usurper: xii 
 
Let no one charge us with capricious inconsistency in our actions against Albinus, and let no one think 
that I am disloyal to this alleged friend or lacking in feeling toward him. We gave this man everything, 
even a share of the established empire, a thing which a man would hardly do for his own brother. Indeed, 
I bestowed upon him that which you entrusted to me alone. Surely Albinus has shown little gratitude for 
the many benefits I have lavished upon him. [...] Who does not know Albinus' effeminate nature? Who 
does not know that his way of life has prepared him more for the chorus than for the battlefield? Let us 
therefore go forth against him with confidence, relying on our customary zeal and valor, with the gods as 
our allies, gods against whom he has acted impiously in breaking his oaths, and let us be mindful of the 
victories we have won, victories which that man ridicules. 
 
Severus did ultimately win the battle, in which Herodian also compares him to the Roman statesmen, Julius 
Caesar, Pompey, Marius and Sulla: xiii 
 
Momentous indeed were the battles of Caesar against Pompey, when Roman fought Roman; equally 
momentous were the battles fought by Augustus against Antony and the sons of Pompey, and the 
struggles of Sulla and Marius at an earlier date, in the Roman civil and foreign wars. But here is one man 
who overthrew three emperors after they were already ruling, and got the upper hand over the 
praetorians by a trick: he succeeded in killing Julianus, the man in the imperial palace; Niger, who had 
previously governed the people of the East and was saluted as emperor by the Roman people; and 
Albinus, who had already been awarded the honor and authority of Caesar. He prevailed over them all by 
his courage. It is not possible to name another like Severus. 
 
These written accounts, largely by the inaccurate Herodian, are quite obviously biased towards Severus and 
portray him as the legitimate emperor. A reflection on the reading of these sources, along with numismatic and 
epigraphic evidence, paints a somewhat more balanced picture which highlights the fact that Severus too, was a 
usurper. The coinage issues of Severus and Albinus both use very similar iconography and emphasise the fact 
that an emperor was made on his propaganda, as much as his army. The two coins of Albinus (Figures 1 and 2) 
clearly show the progression of iconography, issued by Albinus between 193 and 197 C. E. The left hand issue 
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was issued by Severus in Rome, c. 194 C.E. and depicts Albinus as Severus’ Ceasar, solidifying his newly 
appointed place in the imperial hierarchy. The coin to the right is clearly later and depicts Albinus as Augustus, 




Figures 1 and 2: Clodius Albinus as Caesar (RIC 5b) and Clodius Albinus as Augustus (RIC46b).xv 
 
 
In comparison to coins of Septimius Severus (Figure 3), the obverse iconography of these coins is almost 
identical and has been used in much the same way to legitimise the reign of an imperial usurper, in the 
aftermath of the death of Commodus. The inscriptions use the standard imperial formula and do not denote the 
secure position of either Severus or Albinus as emperor, but rather their mutual aspiration to that position.xvi 
Severus’s position was far from assured, evidenced by his activities to eliminate Niger and avert the attentions 
of Albinus. Indeed, only five years passed between the death of Commodus and the death of Albinus, in which 






Figure 3: Septimius Severus as Augustus – Britannia Issue (RIC IV 335). xviii 
 
 
Like coinage, which survives thanks to ancient hoarding, epigraphy also stresses the need of Severus to 
legitimise his reign and consolidate his position, although inscriptional evidence is more prone to the vagaries of 
nature and damnatio memoriae (damnation of memory) than currency.xix Public works were an important way 
that usurpers chose to strengthen their power base and inscriptions from Corbridge (RIB 1151-Building of a 
Granary) and Risingham (RIB 1234-Restoration of a Gate) are excellent examples of a trend which was to 
continue throughout the century.xx 
 
Between 197 C. E. and 286 C. E. there were at least three separate usurpation attempts which focused on the 
British provinces (Postumus, Proculus/Bonosus and an unidentified Zosimian usurper),xxi as well as over 50 
attempts within the empire at large.xxii The sheer weight of internal strife demonstrates quite strongly the 
changing nature of what it meant to be a legitimate Augustus, as compared to a usurper in the 3rd century C. E. It 
is important therefore, to view events at the end of the 3rd century in light of the preceding decades of internal 
strife and war.xxiii A mixture of frail loyalties within the army and widespread dissent had lead to a situation 
which favoured opportunistic individuals even more so than at the end of the 2nd century. The coinage of the 
mid 3rd century usurpers is the best way to examine the changing ideology of imperial power.xxiv Postumus and 
Elagabalus (Figures 4 and 5) were only two of the mid 3rd century usurpers, but when their coinage is viewed 
along side that of Albinus and Severus, the ideological links between the different types becomes clear. The use 
of the title Augustus and the frequent association with Marcus Aurelius and Caracalla (through the title 
Antoninus), the last truly stable regimes, all served to solidify legitimacy.xxv As Legutko states, ‘These changes 
in the implicit boundaries of expression are not anecdotal. “The Emperor” was an ideological construct 
independent of the person who was on the throne. The insignia and symbols he carried around, the titles he bore, 
the rituals he participated in, the clothes he wore: all made him the emperor in a sense that was just as real as the 








Figures 4 and 5: Postumus as Augustus (RIC 64) and Elagabalus as Augustus (RIC 137e).xxvii 
 
 
When, the praetorian prefect Aper killed the Emperor Carus’s son Numerian in 284 C. E., Diocletian, the 
commander of the household troops was declared Augustus, although Carinus, Carus’s other son still 
campaigned in the west. After defeating Carinus and with his power still far from guaranteed, Diocletian 
elevated Maximian to be his co-emperor who set about pacifying Gaul. As part of the defence and 
reorganisation of Gaul, Maximian appointed Carausius to a naval command, protecting shipping in what is now 
the English Channel. It seems that after some time Maximian took exception to Carausius keeping the imperial 
treasury’s share of loot taken from the raiders and declared him an outlaw. This prompted Carausius to revolt 
and set himself up as Augustus in 286 C. E.xxviii With Maximian and Diocletian in power for only two years and 
warfare still engulfing the empire, this move by Carausius is not out of place historically, as his claim to the 
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throne was no weaker or stronger than that of the two supposedly legitimate emperors and historic precedent 
gave him a chance of absolute victory. 
 
The coinage of Carausius is one of the most notable features of his reign. Like Diocletian, Maximian, Severus 
and Albinus, Carausius issued coinage depicting himself as Augustus to emphasise the legitimacy of his reign. 
An examination of the reverses of many of these types is of particular interest, as the frequency of legends gives 




Table 1: Relative frequency of reverse types on Carausian silver coinage.xxix 
 
 
The legends of coinage were probably targeted at the ruling elite of provincesxxx  and the most common reverses 
of Carausian silver coinage focus on current political upheavals and historic events, to portray the Carausian 
aspiration to a better empire.xxxi The legend RENOVAT(OR) ROMANO (Restorer of the Romans) harkens back 
to the building schemes of Septimius Severus and Caracalla, particularly in Britain, to restore the glory of the 
Romans through public works. Types bearing the CONCORD(IA) MILIT(VM) (Support of the army) inscription 
are clear references to the Carausian aspiration to the stabilisation of the empire’s military troubles and his 
ability to control the army. This was particularly important to military usurpers who were more likely to die by 
the swords of their own troops than of old age. The oft cited EXPECTATE VENIxxxii issues (Figure 6) also 
connect Carausius with the ‘Golden Age’ of the Roman Empire and the Pax Romana of Augustus.  
 
 
Figure 6: Silver Denarius of Carausius with EXPECTATE VENI reverse legend.xxxiii 
 
 
After an abortive attempt to oust Carausius from Britain by Maximian in 289 C. E., the coinage of Carausius 
changes to subtly reflect the new political position that Maximian’s failure had produced. xxxiv The new coin 
types begin to use the legend AVGGG, implying that Carausius, Diocletian and Maximian were on equal terms 
as Augusti. This legend is found on coins of all three of the Augusti, but were only minted by Carausius. An 
interesting second type is also found which depicts the busts of all three Augusti, with reverse legends such as 
VICTORI AVGGG or PAX AVGGG (Figure 7). These coins highlight the perceived security of the position of 
Carausius in the wake of 289 C. E., demonstrating that he felt confident enough to aspire to an equal sharing of 





Figure 7: Antoninianus of Carausius, Diocletian and Maximian. Mint of Camulodunum. 292-3 C. E. (RIC 1). xxxv 
 
 
Seven years after Maximian’s failed attempt to subdue Britain (c. 193 C. E.), Carausius was murdered by his 
financial officer Allectus, who was then proclaimed Augustus. Aurelius Victorxxxvi and Eutropiusxxxvii report that 
until this point, Carausius had been allowed to rule in Britain as he was a good military commander. In reality, it 
seems that Carausius had been tolerated as Maximian could not yet reach him and the lines in Aurelius Victor 
and Eutropius are deliberate attempts to position the reader to strengthen the claim of Maximian. In 296 C. E., 
Allectus was defeated in a land battle outside of Londinium (Modern London) by Asclepiodotus, second in 
command to Maximian’s Caesar, Constantius.xxxviii In the panegyri of Constantius and Constantine, this victory 
is attributed to Constantius and no mention is made of Carausius or Allectus. xxxix The aftermath of the battle is 
described thus in the Panegyric of Constantius, ‘And furthermore, Caesar, such an asset to the State was your 
good fortune that almost no Roman died in this victory of the Roman Empire. For, as I hear, none but the 
scattered corpses of our foulest enemies covered all those fields and hills.’xl This passage serves a dual purpose, 
firstly to elevate the prestige of the future Emperor Constantius (and by association his son, who was to become 
Constantine the Great), but also to distance the administration from the death of Romans at the hands of 
Asclepiodotus, as the enemy troops were not part of the ‘legitimate’ Roman army, just as Carausius and Allectus 
were portrayed as illegitimate emperors. 
 
Constantius rode into Londinium and was described as an all conquering hero, the native Britons rushing to meet 
and accept him.xli The Panegyric of Constantinexlii likewise asserts that the people were caught up in the 
greatness of Constantius and his achievements. Both in his panegyricxliii and in commemorative medallions 




Figure 8: Commemorative Medallion of Constantius. Reverse legend reads ‘Restorer of Eternal Light.’xlv 
 
 
Some epigraphic evidence also survives from this period, in the form of an interesting Carausian milestone 
which was reused by Constantius (RIB 2291-2 Carlisle). In the same way as Septimius Severus, inscriptions 
throughout the landscape were also used as propaganda in this period, with dedications to Diocletian and 
Maximian being found at Birdoswald (RIB 1912 restored) commemorating the rebuilding of the commandant’s 
house and a bath-house. This use and reuse of inscriptions highlights the need for Diocletian and Maximian to 
strengthen their ties to the British provinces, particularly after decades of upheaval and because they too, were 
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usurpers. While there is only a single inscription relating to Carausius surviving in Britain, examples do exist 
from other 3rd century usurpers, such as Elagabalus (RIB 1280 Rochester-Building an Artillery Platform) and 
Postumus (RIB 2260 Trecastlehill-A Milestone), whose coinage has already been mentioned above. The 
inscriptions show continuity with those of Diocletian and Maximian and emphasise the way that public works 
were used by imperial usurpers throughout the 3rd century to denounce their enemies and pacify the army. 
 
The imperial usurpers of 3rd century Britain were not traitors to the Roman Empire and many of their number 
successfully usurped the throne and became ‘legitimate’ emperors in their own right. The numismatic and 
epigraphic evidence, along with a critical reading of the extant ancient sources, shows that the iconography and 
associated ideology of both ‘emperors’ and ‘usurpers’ during the 3rd century C. E. was almost identical, as both 
groups used the same iconography to legitimise their rule. The use of the title Augustus on coinage played a 
major role in the propaganda campaigns of new imperial usurpers throughout the 3rd century, as evidenced by 
the coinage of Clodius Albinus and Carausius, compared to Septimius Severus, Diocletian and Maximian. 
Reverse types, particularly utilised by Carausius, were also important in the later part of the 3rd century, to 
emphasise imperial aspirations of peace, prosperity and a return to the ‘Golden Age’ of the past. Building 
campaigns and their associated epigraphy were also widely utilised by imperial usurpers to gain support for their 
claim to the imperial throne and to overshadow the memory of their predecessors. While the written sources for 
this period of Roman history can be quite problematic at times, careful use, taking into account their purpose 
and bias, has shown that along with numismatics and epigraphy, the emperors and usurpers of the 3rd century 
existed on a broadly level footing. Modern scholarship has perpetuated the divide between emperor and usurper 
which is nothing more than a mirage born of retrospective analysis of history. Overall, this paper has 
demonstrated that the reign of figures such as Clodius Albinus and Carausius were no more legitimate than 
those of Septimius Severus or Diocletian and Maximian, particularly when viewed in the framework of over a 
century of political and military turmoil. Within the sociopolitical context of the period, these ambitious men 
were not traitors to the Roman Empire, nor victims of circumstance, but would be better viewed as equals vying 
for a share of power which so many had coveted before. 
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APPENDIX 1: INSCRIPTIONS 
 
RIB 1151 Corbridge:  
IMP CAES L SEP [S]EVERVS PI | PERTINAX ET IMP C[A]ESAR M | AVR ANTONINV[S] PIVS AVG | VSTI 
ET P SEPTI[MI]VS GETA | CAESAR HOOE[V]M [PER] | VEXILLATIONE[M LEG ...] | FECERVNT SV[B L 
ALFENO | SENECIONE LEG AVG PR PR] 
 
‘The Emperor Caesar Lucius Septimius Severus Pius Pertinax Augustus and the Emperor Caesar Marcus 
Aurelius Antoninus Pius Augustus and Publius Septimius Geta Caesar built this granary through the agency of a 
detachment of the ... Legion ... under Lucius Alfenus Senecio, imperial propraetorian legate.’ 
 
RIB 1234 Risingham: 
[IMP CAES L | SEPT SEVERO PIO PERTIN|ACI ARAB ADI]AB PART[I]CO MAXI | COS III ET M AVREL 
ANTONINO PIO | COS II AVG ET P SEPT GETAE NOB CAES | PORTAM SVM MVRIS VETVSTATE 
DI|LAPSIS IVSSV ALFENI SENECIONIS V C |COS CVRANTE OCLATINO ADVENTO PROC | AVG N COH I 
VANGION M EQ | CVM AEM[I]L SALVIANO TRIB | SVO A SOLO RESTIT 
 
‘For the Emperor-Caesars Lucius Septimius Severus Pius Pertinax, conqueror of Arabia, conqueror of 
Adiabene, Most Great Conqueror of Parthia, thrice consul, Augustus, and Marcus Aurelius Antoninius Pius, 
twice consul, Augustus, and for Publius Septimius Geta, most noble Caesar, the First Cohort of Vangiones, one 
thousand strong, part mounted, restored from ground level this gate with its walls, which had fallen in through 
age, at the command of Alfenus Senecio, of senatorial rank and consular governor, under the charge of 
Oclatinius Adventus, procurator of our Emperors, together with its own tribune Aemelis Salvianus.’ 
 




‘For the Emperor Caesar Marcus Aurelius Mausaeus Carausius Pius Felix Invictus Augustus.’ 





RIB 1912 Restored Birdoswald: 
[D] N DIOC[LETIANO] ET | M[AXIM]IANO INVICTIS AVG ET | CONSTANTIO ET MAXIMIANO | N C SVB 
V P AVR ARPAGIO PR | PRAETOR QVOD ERAT HVMO COPERT | ET IN LABE CONL ET PRINC ET BAL 
REST | CVRANT FL MARTINO CENT PP C [... 
 
‘For our Lords Diocletian and Maximian, Invincible, both Augusti, and for Constantius and Maximianus, most 
noble Caesars, under His Perfection Aurelius Arpagius, the governor, the ... Cohort restored the commandant’s 
house, which had been covered with earth and had fallen into ruin, and the Headquarters Building and the bath-
house, under the charge of Flavius Martinus, centurion in command.’ 
 
RIB 1280 Rochester:  
IMP CAES M AV[R]ELIO | ANTONINO PIO PEL AVG | TRIB POT III COS III P[ROCO | P P BALLIST A 
SOL[O] COH I F | VARDVL A[NT S]VB CVRA | TIB CL PAVL[INI LE]G AVG | PRO PR FE[ECIT 
INSTAN]NTE | P AELPIO ERASINO TRIB] 
 
‘For the Emperor Caesar Marcus Aurelius Antoninus Pius Felix Augustus, in his third year of tribunician power, 
in his third consulship, proconsul, father of his country, the First Loyal Cohort of Vardulli, Antoniniana, built 
this artillery-platform from ground level under the charge of Tiberius Claudius Paulinus emperor’s propraetorian 
legate, under the direction of Publius Aelius Erasinus, tribune. 
 
RIB 2260 Trecastlehill: 
IMP DO | N MAR | CASSIA|NIO LATINIO | POSTVMO | PIO FEL AVG 
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